Long-term habituation of brain evoked potential responses and pituitary-adrenal secretion with repeated (placebo) testing.
To study whether changes in late auditory evoked potentials (AEPs) and/or in stress-sensitive hormones of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) system take place between a first and a second placebo experiment and if so, whether these changes are possibly related to each other, we conducted two identical placebo sessions (2 ml 0.9% saline) and one cortisol session (50 mg) with 10 subjects on three different days. Plasma cortisol concentrations were significantly higher at the beginning of the first placebo experiment than the second, with a concordant decrease of plasma adrenocorticotropin hormone (ACTH) concentrations. In the AEP domain, a consistently lower P2 amplitude was observed in the first session. Since the change in late auditory processing could not be demonstrated after exogenous administration of cortisol, a direct mediation through an elevation of plasma cortisol concentrations or indirect mediation through a decrease of plasma ACTH concentrations seems unlikely. We rather propose that other stress-sensitive mechanisms, such as CCK, might account for the novelty-induced P2 amplitude lowering.